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From the Editors
Each year thousands of families are impacted
by the child welfare and criminal justice
systems across the United States. The two
systems intersect in countless ways, and yet
each of their fields of study, professional
disciplines, and formal training are often
very separate. Because of this, knowledge of
the two systems, their intersection, and the
impact on families’ lives are often siloed, and
a lack of understanding, communication and
cooperation contributes to negative outcomes
for children and families. The two systems
have much in common, each struggling with
issues of client poverty, historical trauma,
mental health problems and substance abuse.
Additionally, a disproportionate number of
individuals from communities of color and
indigenous communities are represented in
both systems. Individuals impacted often face
a number of barriers in accessing resources and
services within their communities, including
housing, employment, education, financial
assistance, foster care licensure, and much
more. We know that in child welfare, obstacles
parents face due to their criminal justice
involvement greatly contribute to barriers
for family reunification. With competing
timelines, conflicting priorities, and differing
expectations, communication and collaboration
between systems is essential for all parties,

particularly as parents work toward stability
and success.
This issue of CW360° explores the impact
and implications of the intersection of child
welfare and criminal justice involvement on
families. Local, state, and federal efforts to
support families and eliminate barriers to success
are well established. It is imperative that we
learn from these efforts while drawing upon
family resilience, and to think critically about
how professionals within these two systems
can work together. This issue explores a shift
to prevention, which includes investing more
into our communities, addressing poverty, and
eliminating bias. Additionally, we need systems
that communicate and collaborate in ensuring
accountability for crimes.
Preparation for each issue of CW360°
begins with an extensive literature review and
an exploration of best practices in the field.
Then, CASCW staff identify individuals who
have emerged as leaders or have a unique
contribution to write articles that offer
insights on a range of policies, programs and
strategies to inform the child welfare practice
community. And in this case, the criminal
justice community.
CW360° is divided into three sections:
overview, practice, and perspectives. The
overview section explores the prevalence
of criminal justice and child welfare

involvement in the United States, including
mass incarceration and racial disparities and
disproportionality. Additionally, it explores
key contributing factors for involvement and
summarizes some of the significant systemic
barriers that impact children and families.
The practice section includes articles on
evidence-informed, innovative, and promising
practices for supporting families involved in
both systems. The perspectives section presents
articles from a variety of child welfare and
criminal justice stakeholders, highlighting key
experiences and lessons learned.
We have included information and tools
throughout this publication that will help you
apply the research, practice, and perspectives
to your own work setting. Please refer to
the discussion questions at the end of the
publication to guide conversations with
staff and administrators at your agency.
Please note that we have removed the reference
section from the printed editions of CW360°
in order to make space for additional content.
You can find a full listing of the citations in
PDF format on our website at https://z.umn.
edu/2018cw360.
We hope you find this issue informative and
useful in your work. And we’d like to express a
great appreciation for the dedication and hard
work that professionals in the child welfare
and criminal justice systems give every day to
support children and families.
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WIT-Y

The Well-being Indicator Tool
for Youth (WIT-Y)
The Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare (CASCW) at the University
of Minnesota has partnered with Anu Family Services to develop the Wellbeing Indicator Tool for Youth (WIT-Y), a self-assessment tool for youth
aged 15-21 years. The WIT-Y allows youth to explore their well-being
across eight domains: Safety and Security, Relationships, Mental Health,
Cognitive Health, Physical Health, Community, Purpose, and Environment.
The WIT-Y consists of three components:
The WIT-Y Assessment, The WIT-Y Snapshot, and The WIT-Y Blueprint.
For additional information visit: z.umn.edu/wity
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How does Incarceration Affect the Likelihood of Reunification?
Amy C. D’Andrade, PhD
Incarcerated parents with children in foster
care are entitled to a period of reunification
services just as non-incarcerated parents are,
and agencies must provide the same “reasonable
efforts” to assist them just as they must to
non-incarcerated parents (Child Welfare
Information Gateway [CWIG], 2015).
However, reunification can be challenging
for incarcerated parents for a number of
reasons. Incarceration can make visitation
between parents and children more difficult
and problematic due to travel time and prison
protocols, and it can hinder communication
between agency personnel and parents (CWIG,
2015; Government Accountability Office
[GAO], 2011). And critically, there may be
limited treatment services available in jails
and prisons, making it difficult for parents
to comply with their reunification case plans
(GAO, 2011; Glaze & Maruschak, 2008).

Since the Adoption and Safe Families Act of
1997 shortened timeframes to work toward
reunification before seeking a termination of
parental rights, it is important that parents
access and use ordered services without delay.
Numerous scholars have voiced concerns
regarding how these barriers can hinder an
incarcerated parent’s likelihood of reunification
(Beckerman, 1998; GAO, 2011; Halperin &
Harris, 2004), but unfortunately there is little
data or evidence available to help us understand
the problem (GAO, 2011). To explore the
issue, I conducted a study with my colleague
Melanie Valdez, using a dataset funded by
the California Social Work Education Center
(CalSWEC) (D’Andrade & Valdez, 2012).
Using a sample of 225 reunifying parents
with children in foster care in one Northern
California county, our study explored
associations between incarceration, parent-child

Figure 1: Timeframe of Parental Incarceration During CP Case
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visitation, and parents’ service use; and tested
the effect of incarceration on reunification.
We found that overall, incarceration was
not an uncommon experience for parents
attempting to reunify with their children.
Approximately 40% of parents in the sample
were incarcerated at some point in the case
– at the time of the child’s removal, during
the period of reunification services, or during
both periods (see Figure 1). Incarceration was
associated with negative outcomes: Incarcerated
parents were less likely to comply with service
orders than non-incarcerated parents and
less likely to comply with visitation orders
as well (see Figure 2). Incarcerated parents
were also much less likely to reunify: Only
about 20% of parents incarcerated during
the period of reunification services reunified,
compared to almost half of parents who were
not incarcerated during this period. When
incarcerated parents did reunify, they did
so more slowly than their non-incarcerated
counterparts.
Incarcerated parents also had more mental
health, substance abuse, and domestic violence
problems than did non-incarcerated parents.
Perhaps it was these issues, not incarceration,
which interfered with reunification success.
We reexamined the data when controlling for
these factors as well as age and ethnicity, and
still saw a negative effect of incarceration on
reunification: Parents incarcerated during the
period of reunification services were only about
30% as likely to reunify as non-incarcerated
parents. This suggested that it was not the
problems of mental health, substance abuse,
and domestic violence behind the association
between incarceration and reunification. But
was it due to difficulty accessing services from
prison, as we believed?
To examine this, we took another look at
the data, this time incorporating parents’ service
use. If the negative association of incarceration
with reunification was primarily related to
parents’ difficulties accessing and using services,
we would expect to see the association of
incarceration with reunification reduced in this
model. This is what we found: For mothers and
fathers, the negative association of incarceration
with reunification weakened, and was no longer
statistically significant when parents’ service use
was taken into consideration. Not surprisingly,
service compliance was strongly related to
reunification.
Findings in this study suggest that
increasing incarcerated parents’ access to
treatment services while in jail or prison
would increase their likelihood of successful
reunification. Also important is improving
collaboration between criminal justice systems
Continued on page 33
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a shift away from highlighting intergenerational
incarceration toward a goal of child well-being
as motivation for supporting COIP (AdalistEstrin, 2018).
The specific experience of parental
incarceration for children and families in the
child welfare system is poorly documented
and often complicated by additional trauma
(Berger, Cancian, Cuesta & Noyes, 2016).
But there are similarities for all COIP in their
experience of judgment and in the limited
support provided by the systems that serve
them. Families hide from the shaming gaze of
others, leading them to withhold information
and avoid connections (Condry, 2007).
Children and families of the incarcerated
remind us that they will become more visible
by choice and share their experiences and needs
when systems are equipped to respond to those
needs and provide relevant support.

and child welfare agencies (GAO, 2011;
Phillips & Dettlaff, 2009; Seymour, 1998);
improving tracking of data by both child
welfare and criminal justice agencies (GAO,
2011); and, of course, conducting additional
research in this area.
Ultimately, agencies need to develop
structures that 1) enable social workers to
identify which parents are incarcerated and
where; 2) allow social workers and incarcerated
parents to communicate with relative ease; 3)
support frequent visitation between parents
and children which is an important factor in
reunification (CWIG, 2011); and 4) ensure
treatment services ordered are available and
of good quality. These improvements would
provide important supports for incarcerated
parents attempting reunification, and fulfill
agencies’ responsibilities to provide reasonable
efforts to assist parents, ensuring children have
the best possible chance for timely permanency.

Ann Adalist-Estrin, MS, is director of the
National Resource Center on Children
and Families of the Incarcerated,
Rutgers University- Camden. Contact:
Ann.adalistestrin@rutgers.edu.

Amy D’Andrade, MSW, PhD, is a professor
in the School of Social Work at San Jose
State University. Contact: amy.dandrade@
sjsu.edu

The Intersection of Parental Immigration
Status and Child Welfare Involvement
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Substance Use Disorders in Pregnancy:
Disadvantages of a Punitive Response
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mandated services. In some cases, child welfare
staff cannot locate parents, making their
participation in decisions concerning their
children unlikely. Deportation proceedings may
last longer than the timeframes under which
child welfare agencies must make decisions,
further complicating agencies’ ability to act in
children’s best interests.
Given these challenges, child welfare and
legal professionals have a responsibility to
ensure that decisions regarding children’s best
interests are reached in the most cautious
and thoughtful manner, given the lifelong
consequences of those decisions. The child
welfare system holds much of the responsibility
for decision-making, but courts provide
considerable influence and oversight of this
process. Efforts should be made to facilitate
cooperation and collaboration from all
stakeholders, including parents, child welfare
professionals, and federal immigration systems,
to ensure that children’s best interests remain at
the forefront of decision making.

investment into family, community supports,
and healthcare supports is essential (Bada et
al., 2012). Addressing individual reproductive
health needs at facilities where women seek
support for SUD should also be explored
(Robinowitz, Muqueeth, Scheibler, SalisburyAfshar, & Terplan, 2016).
Lastly, longitudinal research is needed to
improve gender-specific SUD prevalence,
treatment utilization, and outcomes
(Kotelchuck et al., 2017). Early research
demonstrates a positive association between
SUD treatment and improved birth outcomes,
and decreases in emergency room visits and
hospitalizations within one year of treatment
(Kotelchuck et al., 2017). These strategies will
result in better health outcomes of both women
and their children.

Alan J. Dettlaff, PhD, is dean of the
Graduate College of Social Work and
the Maconda Brown O’Connor Endowed
Dean’s Chair, University of Houston.
Contact: ajdettlaff@uh.edu
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physician in the Department of Psychiatry
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of Corrections and the Department of
Early Learning in Washington state recently
developed the Parenting Sentencing Alternative
(PSA) partnership. PSA allows eligible parents
to remain or return home with their children
to serve their criminal sentence, while receiving
wrap-around services aimed at ensuring the
safety and well-being of their children and
families. Such programs offer promising models
for justice-involved parents with children
involved in the CW system.
In 2008, the federal government signed
into law the Second Chance Act (PL 110-199)
designed to improve outcomes for people
returning to communities from prison and jails.
This landmark legislation authorized federal
grants to government agencies and nonprofits
to provide housing, employment assistance,
substance abuse treatment, victim support, and
other services that can help overcome barriers
and reduce recidivism. Most communities
have a re-entry council or re-entry services.
Child welfare workers may find these resources
particularly valuable for their formerly
incarcerated clients.
In summary, families involved in the
criminal justice and child welfare systems
face considerable barriers. Child welfare
professionals working with these families play
an important in helping parents navigate
through some of these complexities.
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